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1
METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR ENABLING
PARTICIPATION IN A WEB CONFERENCE
AS A VIRTUAL PARTICIPANT

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

Embodiments of the present invention generally relate to
web conferencing and, more particularly, to a method and
apparatus for enabling participation in a web conference as a
virtual participant.

2. Description of the Related Art

With the rapid growth of the Internet, people are moving to
online meetings, presentations and collaboration using vari-
ous web based tools such as ADOBE CONNECT® available
from Adobe Systems Incorporated. A web conference allows
conferencing events, such as web meetings, el.earning and
webinars to be shared with remote locations. There may be
one or more hosts who present a presentation to a plurality of
other people. The people involved in the web conference are
referred to herein as participants. Such a presentation may
include any form of content (e.g., images, text, multimedia
and the like) that is disclosed by one or more people to other
participants for any purpose (e.g., discussion, collaboration,
training, sharing and the like).

During the meeting, participants may enter text, e.g., ques-
tions or comments, into a chat area of a web conference user
interface. The text is displayed in the chat area of each par-
ticipant’s computing device. One or more participants may
then respond to the text, such that the chat conversation is
visible to everyone involved in the web conference. However,
to view the chat conversation, a participant must be actively
participating in the web conference at his or her computer,
which is not always possible.

Hence, there remains an unmet need for a method and
apparatus for enabling participation in a web conference as a
virtual participant.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

A method and apparatus for enabling participation ina web
conference as a virtual participant substantially as shown in
and/or described in connection with at least one of the figures,
as set forth more completely in the claims.

These and other features and advantages of the present
disclosure may be appreciated from a review of the following
detailed description of the present disclosure, along with the
accompanying figures in which like reference numerals refer
to like parts throughout.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a web-based conferencing
system that supports virtual involvement of web conference
participants, according to one or more embodiments;

FIG. 2 depicts a flow diagram of a method for setting up a
web conference that allows involvement as a virtual partici-
pant, as performed by the conference setup module of FIG. 1,
according to one or more embodiments;

FIG. 3 depicts a flow diagram of a method for interacting
with a virtual participant during a web conference, as per-
formed by the conference management module of FIG. 1,
according to one or more embodiments; and

FIG. 4 depicts a flow diagram of a method for requesting
screen control from a virtual participant, as performed by the
conference management module of FIG. 1, according to one
or more embodiments.
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While the method and apparatus is described herein by way
of example for several embodiments and illustrative draw-
ings, those skilled in the art will recognize that the method
and apparatus for enabling participation in a web conference
as a virtual participant is not limited to the embodiments or
drawings described. It should be understood, that the draw-
ings and detailed description thereto are not intended to limit
embodiments to the particular form disclosed. Rather, the
intention is to cover all modifications, equivalents and alter-
natives falling within the spirit and scope of the method and
apparatus for enabling participation in a web conference as a
virtual participant defined by the appended claims. Any head-
ings used herein are for organizational purposes only and are
not meant to limit the scope of the description or the claims.
As used herein, the word “may” is used in a permissive sense
(i.e., meaning having the potential to), rather than the man-
datory sense (i.e., meaning must). Similarly, the words
“include”, “including”, and “includes” mean including, but
not limited to.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS

Embodiments of the present invention include a method
and apparatus for enabling participation in a web conference
as a virtual participant. The virtual participant is a participant
who is not active in the web conference, meaning the virtual
participant need not be at his or her computer and need not be
continuously engaged in the web conference, but may be
contacted for engagement from the web conference. During
the web conference, when one or more participants enter text
comments or questions into a chat area (sometimes called a
“chat room™) of the web conference user interface, the
entered text is shared with all active participants and also sent
to the virtual participant.

The embodiments identify a virtual participant’s selected
preferred mode(s) of delivery, e.g., Short Message Service
(SMS) text, email, digital audio message, and the like, and
then send the text entered into the chat area to the virtual
participant using said preferred mode or modes. The embodi-
ments enable a participant to be a virtual participant in more
than one web conference. As such, the participant may
receive and respond to texts from one or more web confer-
ences. In some embodiments, the text is sent to each virtual
participant after a predefined period of time, for example,
after 10 seconds, in order to collect multiple texts and
responses that are sent and received by the active participants
of the web conference. If the virtual participant responds to
the text(s), the virtual participant’s response appears in the
web conference user interface of each active participant.

Additionally, an active participant, typically the host of the
web conference, may want screen control of the virtual par-
ticipant’s computer. If the virtual participant specified in the
web participant’s preferences that screen sharing and/or con-
trol is permitted, then screen control is granted to the host
automatically. However, if the virtual participant has not spe-
cifically allowed screen sharing and/or control in his or her
preferences, a request is initiated via the user interface of the
web conference, and is sent to the virtual participant in the
virtual participant’s preferred mode of delivery, e.g., SMS
text, email, digital audio message, and the like. In the event
that the virtual participant grants the screen control request,
the web conferencing software is launched on the virtual
participant’s computer with control provided to the active
participant who made the request.

Advantageously, embodiments of the present invention
provide a user the ability to participate in multiple web con-
ferences without needing to be actively engaged in any of
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them. The user may receive comments and questions from
one or more meetings via email, SMS text, or any other
preferred method of delivery or combination of deliveries,
and respond to the comments and questions. The invention is
beneficial to users of web conferencing software, such as
ADOBE® CONNECT® and the like.

Various embodiments of a method and apparatus for
enabling participation in a web conference as a virtual par-
ticipant are described. In the following detailed description,
numerous specific details are set forth to provide a thorough
understanding of the claimed subject matter. However, it will
be understood by those skilled in the art that the claimed
subject matter may be practiced without these specific details.
In other instances, methods, apparatuses or systems that
would be known by one of ordinary skill have not been
described in detail so as not to obscure claimed subject matter.

Some portions of the detailed description that follow are
presented in terms of algorithms or symbolic representations
of operations on binary digital signals stored within a
memory of a specific apparatus or special purpose computing
device or platform. In the context of this particular specifica-
tion, the term specific apparatus or the like includes a general-
purpose computer once it is programmed to perform particu-
lar functions pursuant to instructions from program software.
Algorithmic descriptions or symbolic representations are
examples of techniques used by those of ordinary skill in the
signal processing or related arts to convey the substance of
their work to others skilled in the art. An algorithm is here,
and is generally, considered to be a self-consistent sequence
of'operations or similar signal processing leading to a desired
result. In this context, operations or processing involve physi-
cal manipulation of physical quantities. Typically, although
not necessarily, such quantities may take the form of electri-
cal or magnetic signals capable of being stored, transferred,
combined, compared or otherwise manipulated. It has proven
convenient at times, principally for reasons of common
usage, to refer to such signals as bits, data, values, elements,
symbols, characters, terms, numbers, numerals or the like. It
should be understood, however, that all of these or similar
terms are to be associated with appropriate physical quanti-
ties and are merely convenient labels. Unless specifically
stated otherwise, as apparent from the following discussion, it
is appreciated that throughout this specification discussions
utilizing terms such as “processing,” “computing,” “calculat-
ing,” “determining” or the like refer to actions or processes of
a specific apparatus, such as a special purpose computer or a
similar special purpose electronic computing device. In the
context of this specification, therefore, a special purpose
computer or a similar special purpose electronic computing
device is capable of manipulating or transforming signals,
typically represented as physical electronic or magnetic
quantities within memories, registers, or other information
storage devices, transmission devices, or display devices of
the special purpose computer or similar special purpose elec-
tronic computing device.

FIG. 1 depicts a block diagram of a web-based conferenc-
ing system 100 that supports virtual participation of web
conference participants, in accordance with at least one
embodiment of the invention. The system 100 includes a
server 102 connected to a plurality of active participant
devices 104 via a communications network 108. Each active
participant device 104 is a computing device, such as a desk-
top computer, laptop, tablet computer, smart phone, personal
digital assistant (PDA), cellular phone, and the like, and
includes a web conferencing client 142, e.g., software execut-
ing on the active participant device 104 to facilitate web-
based conferencing on the display 140. The system 100 also
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includes one or more virtual participant devices 106. The
virtual participant device 106 may be any computing device,
such as a desktop computer, laptop, tablet computer, smart
phone, personal digital assistant (PDA), cellular phone, and
the like that includes at least a messaging system 150 capable
of receiving messages according to the virtual participants’
preference 134. The virtual participant device 106 may also
include a web conferencing client (not shown). During the
web conference, a virtual participant 132 may change
devices. For example, a virtual participant 132 may engage in
the web conference by receiving email messages using a
mobile phone as the virtual participant device 106. The virtual
participant 132, during the web conference, may access a
laptop computer to receive email messages, thereby changing
the virtual participant device 106 to the laptop computer. If
the virtual participant 132 should decide to become an active
participant 130 at some time during the web conference 126,
the virtual participant device 106 must include the web con-
ferencing client 142.

In one embodiment, an on-line presentation environment is
provided through execution of a web conferencing software
120 on the server 102, where such software may include, as a
non-limiting example, ADOBE® CONNECT™ available
from Adobe Systems Incorporated. A web conference allows
conferencing events, such as web meetings, el .earning and
webinars to be shared with remote locations. ADOBE®
CONNECT™ provides web-based conferencing to facilitate
multiuser collaboration via chat rooms, digital audio discus-
sions, presentations, webinars, and the like.

The network 108 includes a communication system that
connects computers (or devices) by wire, cable, fiber optic
and/or wireless link facilitated by various types of well-
known network elements, such as hubs, switches, routers, and
the like. The network 108 may be a part of an Intranet using
various communications infrastructure, such as Ethernet, Wi-
Fi, a personal area network (PAN), a wireless PAN, Blue-
tooth, Near field communication, and the like.

In one embodiment, the server 102 is any computing
device, such as a desktop computer, laptop, tablet computer,
smart phone, personal digital assistant (PDA), cellular phone,
and the like that can act as a web conferencing server. The
server 102 includes a Central Processing Unit (CPU) 110,
support circuits 112, a user interface 114, and a memory 116.
The CPU 110 may include one or more commercially avail-
able microprocessors or microcontrollers that facilitate data
processing and storage. The various support circuits 112
facilitate the operation of the CPU 110 and include one or
more clock circuits, power supplies, cache, input/output cir-
cuits, and the like. The memory 116 includes at least one of
Read Only Memory (ROM), Random Access Memory
(RAM), disk drive storage, optical storage, removable storage
and/or the like. The server 102 facilitates distribution of text
chat messages to the various participants concurrently par-
ticipating in the web conference via the chat area portion of
the web conference user interface.

The memory 116 includes an operating system 118, web
conferencing software 120, and one or more web conferences
126. The web conferencing software 120 includes a confer-
ence setup module 122 and a conference management mod-
ule 124. Each web conference 126 includes a meeting ID 128,
and a plurality of active participants 130, and one or more
virtual participants 132. Each virtual participant 132 includes
one or more preferences 134, including the virtual partici-
pant’s preferred mode of message delivery, e.g., one or more
of SMS text, email, digital audio message, and the like.

In one embodiment, when a web conference 126 is sched-
uled, for example, by a host, the host specifies that virtual
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participation in the web conference 126 is allowed, in which
case any invitee may respond as a virtual participant 132. In
another embodiment, the host may specifically identify one or
more invitees who may participate in the web conference 126
as virtual participants 132. The conference setup module 122
generates a meeting ID 128 for the meeting and sends invita-
tions to the invitees. The invitees who are identified as able to
participant as a virtual participants may reply to the invitation
as an active participant 130 or as a virtual participant 132. If
an invitee replies that he or she is participating as a virtual
participant 132, the virtual participant 132 also specifies a
preferred mode of message delivery, which the conference
setup module 122 stores in preferences 134. Optionally, the
virtual participant 132 may also identify whether the web
conference server 102 may share and/or control the virtual
participants’ computer 106 during the web conference 126.
Further, the sharing and/or control may be allowed for a
particular time or period of time as granted by the virtual
participant 132. The conference setup module 122 stores this
information in preferences 134 as well.

During a web conference, one or more active participants
130 may enter text, e.g., comments or questions, into a chat
area on the display 140. After a participant enters the text, the
conference management module 124 on the server 102
pushes the text to the web conferencing client 142 on the
active participant devices 104 of others of the one or more
active participants 130. The conference management module
124 also identifies the virtual participants 132 associated with
the web conference 126, as well as each virtual participant’s
preferred mode(s) of message delivery e.g., one or more of
SMS text, email, digital audio message, and the like. In some
embodiments, the conference management module 124 sends
the message to the virtual participant 132 as soon as it is
entered in the chat area on the display 140. In some embodi-
ments, the conference management module 124 waits a pre-
defined period of time, for example, 10 seconds, and sends the
text of all messages that are entered in the chat area in that
predefined period of time to each virtual participant 132
according to each virtual participant’s preferred method of
message delivery. The meeting ID 128 is attached to the
message so the virtual participant 132 knows from which web
conference 126 the message is coming. The message may
also contain any other identifying information, such as the
host, other participants, and the like, to assist the virtual
participant 132 in identifying the web conference 126 from
which the message is received.

The message is received using the messaging system 150
installed on the virtual participant device 106. Using the
messaging system 150, the virtual participant 132 may
respond to the received message. The response is received by
the conference management module 124, which pushes the
response to the appropriate web conferencing clients 142 of
the active participant’s devices 104 for viewing on the display
140 and also sends the response to other virtual participants
132, if any. As such, a virtual participant 132 may be partially
involved with one or more web conferences 126 at the same
time.

The virtual participant 132 may decide to become actively
engaged in the web conference 132 and via a user interface,
such as a web conferencing client (not shown), installed on
the virtual participant device 106, convert him or herselfto an
active participant 130. The virtual participant 132 may con-
vert to an active participant 130 at any time during the web
conference. For example, the virtual participant 132 may be
engaged in the web conference via SMS text messages to the
virtual participant’s mobile phone. When the virtual partici-
pant 132 converts him or herself to an active participant 130,
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he or she may be engaged using a computing device, such as
a desktop computer, laptop, or other device on which the web
conferencing client is installed.

At any time during the web conference, an active partici-
pant 130, such as the host, may, via the user interface of the
web conferencing client 142, request access to a virtual par-
ticipant’s device 106. The request may be a request to share
the virtual participant’s computer or a request to control the
virtual participant’s computer. The meeting 1D 128 is
attached to the request so the virtual participant 132 knows
from which web conference 126 the request is coming. The
request may also contain any other identifying information,
such as the host, other participants, and the like to assist the
virtual participant 132 in identifying the web conference 126
from which the request is received.

The request is received using the messaging system 150 on
the virtual participant device 106. Using the messaging sys-
tem 150, the virtual participant 132 may respond to the
received request. The response may grant sharing or control
by the virtual participant 132. The response may also state a
time at which the virtual participant’s computer may be
shared. Alternatively, the response may deny the request. The
response is received by the conference management module
124, which pushes the response to the appropriate web con-
ferencing clients 142 for viewing on the display 140. If the
request is granted, the conference management module 124
provides access to the virtual participant’s computer 106. If
the virtual participant 132 had specified in their preferences
134 that the virtual participants’ computer 106 may be shared
and/or controlled during the web conference 126, no request
is sent and the conference management module 124 provides
access to the virtual participant’s computer 106 without any
communication to the virtual participant 132. If the virtual
participant 132 specifies in his or her preferences 134 a spe-
cific time at which the virtual participants’ computer 106 may
be shared and/or controlled during the web conference 126,
then the sharing and/or control is only allowed for that speci-
fied time. As such, a virtual participant 132 may be actively
involved in one web conference 126 and at the same time
virtually involved with one or more other web conferences
126.

FIG. 2 depicts a flow diagram of a method 200 for setting
up a web conference that allows involvement as a virtual
participant, as performed by the conference setup module 122
of FIG. 1, according to one or more embodiments. The
method 200 facilitates creating an invitation wherein one or
more participants may join the web conference as virtual
participants. The method 200 starts at step 202 and proceeds
to step 204.

At step 204, the method 200 processes a request to sched-
ule a web conference. A host, or organizer of the web confer-
ence may use a web conference scheduling tool, such as
ADOBE® CONNECT™ Create New Meeting Wizard. The
host may identify a plurality of participants who are invited to
take part in the web conference. In some embodiments, the
host may identify one or more of the participants who are
invited to participate in the web conference as virtual partici-
pants. In some embodiments, the host may allow virtual par-
ticipation without specifying specific participants who may
attend as virtual participants, thereby allowing any partici-
pant to join the web conference as a virtual participant. The
host may also specify a Universal Resource Locator (URL)
where the participants may access the web conference. When
the host has completed the web conference creation, the
method 200 processes the request. The method 200 generates
a meeting 1D for the web conference and stores the meeting
1D, invited participants, and the URL for the web conference.
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The method 200 proceeds to step 206, where the method
200 identifies the participants who may participate as virtual
participants. In some embodiments participants who may
attend the web conference as virtual participants are specifi-
cally identified. In some embodiments, where the host allows
virtual participation for the entire web conference, all partici-
pants are identified as possible virtual participants. For the
identified participants, the method 200 provides an option in
the invitation to join the web conference as an active partici-
pant or a virtual participant.

The method 200 proceeds to step 208, where the method
200 sends the invitation. The method 200 sends the invitation
to, for example, an email address associated with each invited
participant. The method 200 proceeds to step 210, where the
method 200 receives responses to the invitation. Some par-
ticipants may choose not to respond to the invitation. Instead,
the participants may wait until the web conference begins and
join the web conference as active participants at the start time
of'web conference. Participants who choose to accept the web
conference invitation, but as virtual participants may also do
so in advance or at the start time of the web conference. When
a participant chooses to attend a web conference as a virtual
participant, they are prompted via a user interface to select
their preferred mode of message delivery, e.g., SMS text,
email, digital audio message, and the like. Additional infor-
mation may be requested depending upon the preferred mode.
For example, a phone number may be required if the virtual
participant has selected to receive messages via SMS text. If
the virtual participant would like to have emails sent to a
specific email account, the virtual participant may enter the
email account information. The virtual participant may also
enter other preferences, for example, but not limited to
whether the virtual participant pre-approves the sharing or
control of the virtual participant’s computer.

The method 200 stores which invitees are attending the
web conference as active participants, virtual participants,
and any specified preferences for the virtual participants. The
method 200 proceeds to step 214 and ends.

FIG. 3 depicts a flow diagram of a method 300 for inter-
acting with a virtual participant during a web conference, as
performed by the conference management module 124 of
FIG. 1, according to one or more embodiments. The method
300 sends text messages entered into a chat area of a user
interface for the web conference to all of the web confer-
ence’s virtual participants via their preferred modes of mes-
sage delivery. The method 300 starts at step 302 and proceeds
to step 304.

At step 304, the method 300 initiates the web conference.
In a participant area of the web conference user interface, a
list of all participants is provided, with the virtual participants
identities displayed in any manner that identifies them as
virtual participants. The virtual participants may be in a sepa-
rate display area, in a dimmer font, or the like. The method
300 proceeds to step 306, where the method 300 receives a
text message, €.g., a comment or question, in a chat area of the
web conference user interface. The method 300 pushes the
text message received in the chat area to be displayed in the
chat area of each active participant device.

The method 300 proceeds to step 308, where the method
300 identifies one or more virtual participants on the web
conference. The method 300 also determines the preferred
mode of message delivery for each virtual participant.

The method 300 proceeds to step 310, where the method
300 sends the text message to each virtual participant. The
method 300 includes the meeting ID and any additional infor-
mation that may identity the web conference to the virtual
participant. The virtual participant may be a virtual partici-

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

pant in more than one web conference. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to identify the web conference from which the text mes-
sageis received. The method 300 sends the text message, with
the meeting identification, to each virtual participant in the
virtual participant’s preferred mode of message deliver. In
some embodiments, the text message is sent to the virtual
participant as soon as it is entered in the chat area. In other
embodiments, the method 300 waits a predefined period of
time, for example, ten seconds, in order to accumulate other
responses to the text message in the chat area. After the
predefined period of time, the method 300 sends the accumu-
lated text messages to each virtual participant using the vir-
tual participant’s preferred mode of message delivery.

The method 300 proceeds to step 312, where the method
300 receives a response from one or more virtual participants.
The response contains the meeting ID. Based on the meeting
1D, the method 300 pushes the response to each active par-
ticipant in the web conference associated with the meeting
ID. If there are other virtual participants involved in the web
conference, the response is then sent to the other virtual
participants in accordance with their preferred mode of mes-
sage delivery.

The method 300 iterates throughout the duration of the web
conference. In some embodiments, a text message may be
directed to a specific participant, active or virtual. When the
text message entered into a chat area is directed to a specific
participant, the method 300 directs the text message only to
the specific participant using the methods specified above.
When the specific participant responds, whether active or
virtual, the method 300 directs the response to the participant
who entered the original text message. The method 300 pro-
ceeds to step 316 and ends.

FIG. 4 depicts a flow diagram of a method 400 for request-
ing screen control from a virtual participant, as performed by
the conference management module 124 of FIG. 1, according
to one or more embodiments. The method 400, upon a receipt
of a request to share or control a virtual participant’s com-
puter, sends the request via the virtual participant’s preferred
method of message delivery. Upon the request being granted,
the method 400 enables control of the virtual participant’s
computer. If the virtual participant has specified in his or her
preferences that screen sharing or control is permitted,
method 400 is not required and control of the virtual partici-
pant’s computer is granted automatically. The method 400
starts at step 402 and proceeds to step 404.

At step 404, the method 400 receives a request to share a
virtual participant’s computer. An active participant, typi-
cally a host, may use the web conference interface to select a
virtual participant and select from, for example, a pull-down
menu or other selection tool, a request to access the selected
virtual participant’s computer. The access options may be, but
are not limited to, share an application, share a screen, control
the computer, and the like.

The method 400 proceeds to step 406, where the method
400 sends the request to the virtual participant via the virtual
participant’s preferred mode of message delivery as
described above.

The method 400 proceeds to step 408, where the method
400 receives a response from the virtual participant. The
method 400 proceeds to step 410, where the method 400
determines whether the virtual participant has granted the
request for access to the virtual participant’s computer. If the
virtual participant denies the request for access, the method
400 proceeds to step 412.

At step 412, the method 400 sends a response to the par-
ticipant who requested the access explaining that the virtual
participant has denied the request. The response may be dis-
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played in the chat area of the web conference or in any area of
the web conference visible to the participant who requested
the access. The method 400 proceeds to step 416 and ends.

However, if at step 410, the method 400 determines that the
request for access to the virtual participant’s computer is
granted, the method 400 proceeds to step 414. At step 414, the
method 400 provides sharing and/or control of the virtual
participant’s computer to the host. In some embodiments, the
virtual participant may manually launch the web conferenc-
ing client on the virtual participant’s computer and decide to
remain a virtual participant or become an active participant in
the meeting.

The method 400 proceeds to step 416 and ends.

The embodiments of the present invention may be embod-
ied as methods, apparatus, electronic devices, and/or com-
puter program products. Accordingly, the embodiments of the
present invention may be embodied in hardware and/or in
software (including firmware, resident software, micro-code,
etc.), which may be generally referred to herein as a “circuit”
or “module”. Furthermore, the present invention may take the
form of a computer program product on a computer-usable or
computer-readable storage medium having computer-usable
or computer-readable program code embodied in the medium
for use by or in connection with an instruction execution
system. In the context of this document, a computer-usable or
computer-readable medium may be any medium that can
contain, store, communicate, propagate, or transport the pro-
gram for use by or in connection with the instruction execu-
tion system, apparatus, or device. These computer program
instructions may also be stored in a computer-usable or com-
puter-readable memory that may direct a computer or other
programmable data processing apparatus to function in a
particular manner, such that the instructions stored in the
computer usable or computer-readable memory produce an
article of manufacture including instructions that implement
the function specified in the flowchart and/or block diagram
block or blocks.

The computer-usable or computer-readable medium may
be, for example but not limited to, an electronic, magnetic,
optical, electromagnetic, infrared, or semiconductor system,
apparatus, device, or propagation medium. More specific
examples (a non-exhaustive list) of the computer-readable
medium include the following: hard disks, optical storage
devices, a transmission media such as those supporting the
Internet or an intranet, magnetic storage devices, an electrical
connection having one or more wires, a portable computer
diskette, a random access memory (RAM), a read-only
memory (ROM), an erasable programmable read-only
memory (EPROM or Flash memory), an optical fiber, and a
compact disc read-only memory (CD-ROM).

Computer program code for carrying out operations of the
present invention may be written in an object oriented pro-
gramming language, such as Java®, Smalltalk or C++, and
the like. However, the computer program code for carrying
out operations of the present invention may also be written in
conventional procedural programming languages, such as the
“C” programming language and/or any other lower level
assembler languages. It will be further appreciated that the
functionality of any or all of the program modules may also be
implemented using discrete hardware components, one or
more Application Specific Integrated Circuits (ASICs), or
programmed Digital Signal Processors or microcontrollers.

The foregoing description, for purpose of explanation, has
been described with reference to specific embodiments. How-
ever, the illustrative discussions above are not intended to be
exhaustive or to limit the invention to the precise forms dis-
closed. Many modifications and variations are possible in
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view of the above teachings. The embodiments were chosen
and described in order to best explain the principles of the
present disclosure and its practical applications, to thereby
enable others skilled in the art to best utilize the invention and
various embodiments with various modifications as may be
suited to the particular use contemplated.

The methods described herein may be implemented in
software, hardware, or a combination thereof, in different
embodiments. In addition, the order of methods may be
changed, and various elements may be added, reordered,
combined, omitted, modified, etc. All examples described
herein are presented in a non-limiting manner. Various modi-
fications and changes may be made as would be obvious to a
person skilled in the art having benefit of this disclosure.
Realizations in accordance with embodiments have been
described in the context of particular embodiments. These
embodiments are meant to be illustrative and not limiting.
Many variations, modifications, additions, and improvements
are possible. Accordingly, plural instances may be provided
for components described herein as a single instance. Bound-
aries between various components, operations and data stores
are somewhat arbitrary, and particular operations are illus-
trated in the context of specific illustrative configurations.
Other allocations of functionality are envisioned and may fall
within the scope of claims that follow. Finally, structures and
functionality presented as discrete components in the
example configurations may be implemented as a combined
structure or component. These and other variations, modifi-
cations, additions, and improvements may fall within the
scope of embodiments as defined in the claims that follow.

While the foregoing is directed to embodiments of the
present invention, other and further embodiments of the
invention may be devised without departing from the basic
scope thereof, and the scope thereof is determined by the
claims that follow.

The invention claimed is:

1. A computer implemented method comprising:

establishing a web conference comprising a virtual partici-

pant associated with at least one virtual participant
device and a plurality of active participants associated
with a plurality of active participant devices;

providing a web conference user interface to each of the

plurality of active participant devices without providing
the display of the web conference user interface to the at
least one virtual participant device;

receiving, from an active participant device of the plurality

of active participant devices, at least one message viathe
web conference user interface;

posting the at least one message to the web conference user

interface provided to each of the plurality of active par-
ticipant devices; and

sending the at least one message posted to the web confer-

ence user interface provided to each of the plurality of
active participant devices to the at least one virtual par-
ticipant device via a virtual participant selected method
of message delivery, other than the web conference user
interface, for the virtual participant associated with the
at least one virtual participant device.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising:

receiving, from the at least one virtual participant device, a

response to the at least one message; and

posting the response to the web conference user interface

provided to each of the plurality of active participant
devices.

3. The method of claim 1, further comprising

receiving, from the active participant device, at least one

direct message directed to the virtual participant associ-
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ated with the at least one virtual participant device via
the web conference user interface;

sending the at least one direct message to the at least one

virtual participant device via the selected method of
message delivery for the virtual participant;

receiving, from the at least one virtual participant device, a

response to the at least one direct message directed to the
virtual participant; and

providing the response for display in the web conference

user interface sent to the active participant device with-
out posting the response to the web conference user
interface provided to one or more additional active par-
ticipant devices of the plurality of active participant
devices.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the selected method of
message delivery is at least one of SMS text, email, or digital
audio message.

5. The method of claim 2, further comprising:

sending, to the at least one virtual participant device, a

request for control of the at least one virtual participant
device by the active participant device;

receiving, from the at least one virtual participant device, a

response granting the request for control of the at least
one virtual participant device; and

providing, to the active participant device, control of the at

least one virtual participant device.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein the at least one virtual
participant device includes a capability to convert the at least
one virtual participant device to an active participant device
having access to the web conference user interface during the
web conference.

7. The method of claim 1, wherein the at least one message
comprises at least one of a comment, question, or a request to
share control of the at least one virtual participant device, and
wherein the method further comprises providing an indica-
tion of the at least one message in at least one of a chat area,
comment area, or question area of the web conference user
interface.

8. An system for enabling participation in a web conference
as a virtual participant comprising:

at least one processor; and

at least one non-transitory computer-readable medium

storing instructions thereon that, when executed by the
at least one processor, cause the system to:

establish a web conference comprising a virtual participant

associated with at least one virtual participant device and
a plurality of active participants associated with a plu-
rality of active participant devices;

provide a web conference user interface to each of the

plurality of active participant devices without providing
the display of the web conference user interface to the at
least one virtual participant device;

receive, from an active participant device of the plurality of

active participant devices, at least one message via the
web conference user interface;

post the at least one message to the web conference user

interface provided to each of the plurality of active par-
ticipant devices; and

send the at least one message posted to the web conference

user interface provided to each of the plurality of active
participant devices to the at least one virtual participant
device via a virtual participant selected method of mes-
sage delivery, other than the web conference user inter-
face, for the virtual participant associated with the at
least one virtual participant device.

5

25

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

12

9. The system of claim 8, wherein the instructions further
cause the system to:

receive, from the at least one virtual participant device, a

response to the message;

post the response to the web conference user interface

provided to each of the plurality of active participant
devices;

send, to the at least one virtual participant device, a request

for control of the at least one virtual participant device;

receive, from the at least one virtual participant device, a

control response granting the request for control ofthe at
least one virtual participant device; and

provide, to the active participant device, control of the at

least one virtual participant device.

10. The system of claim 8, wherein the instructions further
cause the system to:

receive, from the active participant device, at least one

direct message directed to the virtual participant associ-
ated with the at least one virtual participant device via
the web conference user interface;

send the at least one direct message to the at least one

virtual participant device via the selected method of
message delivery for the virtual participant;

receive, from the at least one virtual participant device, a

response to the at least one direct message directed to the
virtual participant; and

provide the response for display in the web conference user

interface provided to the active participant device with-
out posting the response to the web conference user
interface provided to one or more additional active par-
ticipant devices of the plurality of active participant
devices.

11. The system of claim 8, wherein the selected method of
message delivery is at least one of SMS text, email, or digital
audio message.

12. The system of claim 8, wherein the at least one virtual
participant device includes a capability to convert the at least
one virtual participant device to an active participant device
having access to the web conference user interface during the
web conference.

13. The system of claim 8, wherein the at least one message
comprises at least one of a comment, question, or a request to
share control of the at least one virtual participant device, and
wherein the instructions further cause the system to provide
an indication of the at least one message in at least one of a
chat area, comment area, or question area of the web confer-
ence user interface.

14. A non-transitory computer readable medium for stor-
ing computer instructions that, when executed by at least one
processor causes the at least one processor to perform a
method for enabling participation in a web conference with
partial involvement comprising:

establishing a web conference comprising a virtual partici-

pant associated with at least one virtual participant
device and a plurality of active participants associated
with a plurality of active participant devices;

providing a web conference user interface to each of the

plurality of active participant devices without providing
the display of the web conference user interface on the at
least one virtual participant device;

receiving, from an active participant device of the plurality

of active participant devices, at least one message viathe
web conference user interface;

posting the at least one message to the web conference user

interface provided to each of the plurality of active par-
ticipant devices; and
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sending the at least one message posted to the web confer-
ence user interface provided to each of the plurality of
active participant devices to the at least one virtual par-
ticipant device via a virtual participant selected method
of message delivery, other than the web conference user
interface, for the virtual participant associated with the
at least one virtual participant device.

15. The computer readable medium of claim 14, further

comprising:

receiving, from the at least one virtual participant device, a
response to the message; and

posting the response to the web conference user interface
provided to each of the plurality of active participant
devices.

16. The computer readable medium of claim 14, further

comprising

receiving, from the active participant device, at least one
direct message directed to the virtual participant associ-
ated with the at least one virtual participant device via
the web conference user interface;

sending the at least one direct message to the at least one
virtual participant device via the selected method of
message delivery for the virtual participant;

receiving, from the at least one virtual participant device, a
response to the at least one direct message directed to the
virtual participant; and

providing the response for display in the web conference
user interface provided to the active participant device
without posting the response to the web conference user
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interface provided to one or more additional active par-
ticipant devices of the plurality of active participant
devices.

17. The computer readable medium of claim 14, wherein
the selected method of message delivery is at least one of
SMS text, email, or digital audio message.

18. The computer readable medium of claim 15, further
comprising:

sending, to the at least one virtual participant device, a

request for control of the at least one virtual participant
device by the active participant device;

receiving, from the at least one virtual participant device, a

control response granting the request for control ofthe at
least one virtual participant device; and

providing, to the active participant device, control of the at

least one virtual participant device.

19. The computer readable medium of claim 14, wherein
the at least one virtual participant device includes a capability
to convert the at least one virtual participant device to an
active participant device having access to the web conference
user interface during the web conference, and wherein the at
least one message is received or displayed in at least one of a
chat area, comment area, or question area of the web confer-
ence user interface on the at least one virtual participant
device that has been converted to an active participant device.

20. The computer readable medium of claim 14, wherein
the at least one message comprises at least one of a comment,
question, or a request to share control of the at least one virtual
participant device.



